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Creepy California:
 Ghost Ships and
 Ghost Trains
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The US state of California has plenty of spooky goings on, but one place has more than any other. Moored at Long Beach, since 1967, is a mighty cruise liner turned into a floating hotel – one that, some say, is haunted by more than 100 different ghosts. 


The RMS Queen Mary was launched in 1936 and for 40 years sailed the Atlantic Ocean carrying 2,000 passengers at a time. During the Second World War (1939-45) she was painted grey and served as a troop ship. She was nicknamed the ‘Grey Ghost’ for her speed and stealth but saw or caused many deaths. Many injured troops died upon her decks whilst she crashed into and destroyed a warship, HMS Curacoa, in 1942, resulting in 338 people losing their lives. 
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As a passenger liner, the ship’s records show that at least 57 people (16 crew and 41 passengers) perished on the Queen Mary whilst at sea. Most died of natural causes but some were swept overboard during storms or met more grisly ends. 


Poor John Pedder had just begun his career at sea on the ship in 1966. He was only 18 years old when he was crushed by mechanical door number 13 in the engine room on D Deck. 


People since have reported seeing a ghostly figure in overalls hovering around the engine room. Some have heard cheerful whistling or the sound of a spanner hitting the metal walkway behind them. When they turn, there’s no one there. 
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Climbing up to the deck above, R Deck, you might see the ghost of a little girl either clutching a teddy bear or sucking her thumb. 
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Steps upwards take you to what was the swimming pool for first class guests. The pool was drained many years ago but that hasn’t stopped visitors hearing the sounds of splashing and children’s voices. There are even reports of a line of wet footprints appearing on the dry floor. 


B Deck above holds many passenger staterooms. In 1949, a third class passenger, possibly called Walter, boarded the ship but didn’t survive the voyage. He died in the room now known as stateroom B340 and some think he never left. 


A passenger staying in the room in 1966 had the fright of her life when her bedsheets were pulled off and she saw the faint outline of a man in the room. Some staff refused to enter the room to clean it or make repairs as they heard strange noises or believed the bathroom taps suddenly turned themselves on. The room was closed for more than 30 years before opening in 2018. Guests now pay extra to stay in the spooky room, hoping for a haunting. 


Climbing further, you reach M Deck where the Mauretania Room is found. In 1989, three cleaners were sent to spruce the room up before a VIP event. They found a man sitting on a chair in the middle of the room, his back to them. As they started cleaning, they asked him how he was and if he would move but he didn’t reply. The women got anxious and called security. The figure started to fade and vanished right in front of their eyes. 
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The next level above, A Deck, is the Promenade Deck. The Grand Salon there was once the main lounge of the cruise ship with music played on a grand piano. The piano is no longer there, but sometimes the Lady in White is. The outline of this mysterious female ghost is said to be seen swaying and dancing in time to music that no living humans can hear. She has also been spotted in the Queen Mary’s lobby on A Deck as that’s where the grand piano is now found. 


A short distance from the Queen Mary across the Queens Way Bridge used to lie an old amusement park. Opened in 1902, The Pike changed names to Nu-Pike and in 1969, to Queen’s Park to celebrate the Queen Mary’s arrival. 


It was certainly not fit for a queen, being full of rickety old rides and run down stalls. 
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Some found the place a little bit creepy. But back in the day, it had been one of America’s most popular amusement parks. At its peak it contained more than 250 attractions including a Laff-in-the-Dark ghost train and a glitzy new dancehall, The Majestic, which first opened in 1911. 


That same year, outlaw Elmer McCurdy was bungling a train robbery. He used far too much nitroglycerine explosive to blow open a safe from a train and destroyed most of the money it contained. Undeterred, he and three other outlaws planned their next heist. They targeted a bank train carrying more than $400,000, a huge sum at the time. However, they held up the wrong train and only gained $46. 
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Elmer was now on the run but died in a shootout three days after the robbery. His body was taken to a mortuary in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, in October 1911, where it was cleaned and embalmed. The mortician, Joseph L. Johnson, did a great job as the body remained amazingly preserved. 


After six months passed with no family claiming Elmer’s body, Johnson came up with a money-making scheme. He dressed Elmer’s body up in a suit, placed a rifle in his hand and propped him up in the corner of his funeral parlour. He charged curious visitors five cents to examine the body close-up. Ghoulish. 


Five years later and still Elmer’s well-preserved body lay above ground at the funeral parlour. It was a well-known local attraction now known as ‘The Embalmed Bandit’. 


Joseph Johnson received two visitors in 1916 claiming to be Elmer’s brothers and they had the body shipped away to receive a family burial. But actually neither man was related to Elmer. They were the Patterson brothers, James and Charles, who ran a travelling carnival. Elmer’s body went on display for adults and children to view. He was billed as ‘The Outlaw Who Would Never Be Captured Alive’.
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With little thought, Elmer passed hands between many different carnivals, sideshows and promoters in the decades that followed. He was placed in the lobby of a cinema in 1932 to promote a creepy film, was part of a travelling Museum of Crime and even was in a scene of a 1960s horror film called She Freak. 


Elmer’s body had now mummified and the skin was shrivelled but he didn’t decay away. He was sold again to an owner of a waxworks museum but lost some fingertips and toes and was thrown into storage with a clutch of unwanted wax dummies. People had forgotten who and what Elmer really was. 
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